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David L. Westin, ’77, had no illusions when he gave the first

commencement address of his life at Senior Day ceremonies at
Hill Auditorium in May.
“Exactly 30 years ago, I sat where you’re sitting today,” he
said. “Seymour Hersh was our commencement speaker that
year. He had received the Pulitzer Prize for his NewYork Times
series on the My Lai massacre in Vietnam. Though I know that
he spoke that day, I frankly don’t remember a single thing that
he said. I’m painfully aware of that as I stand here before
you today.
“What can I possibly tell you that will stick with you?”
If his words don’t stick, his example might, for his career
certainly conveys a message about where a Michigan Law
degree can lead. Prior to becoming president of ABC News
in 1997, he clerked for U.S. Supreme Court Justice Lewis
Powell; was a partner in Wilmer,
Cutler & Pickering; served
as vice president and general counsel
of Capital Cities/ABC, and served for
three years as president of the ABC
Television Network.
In short, his vita confirms what Dean
Evan Caminker had told graduates
earlier in the program. Having acquired
the basics necessary to become
any kind of lawyer, Caminker said,
also meant “You now have the most
important intellectual tools and mental proclivities to excel
outside the legal profession, perhaps in politics or in business.
You have developed here a natural proclivity for addressing
complex problems by dissecting, understanding, reframing,
and resolving them. This is truly the common denominator for
success across a wide spectrum of challenging and fulfilling
professional opportunities.”
Westin’s comments illustrated how those challenges and
opportunities are just beginning when classes end. “You know
a great deal,” he said, “and what you don’t know, you’re going
to have to learn for yourselves. But if I can’t teach you much
today, I can tell you a few stories about things I learned after I
left Michigan—things that I never would have anticipated when
I sat where you’re sitting today.”

The first lesson, both chronologically and in importance,
came when he clerked for Justice Powell. Westin had dropped
everything to handle an emergency stay application from a
death row inmate. Powell’s policy was to grant such a stay on
first request but to deny it if it were coming back from a state
court. Having misread the documents, Westin believed this was
the inmate’s second application and, thus, recommended denial,
an error he didn’t discover until he looked at the papers again
while taking them to the clerk’s office.
“Please understand how awful I felt,” Westin said. “I not only
had made a big mistake, but I now had to go back up to Justice
Powell and tell him that I’d led him to deny an application for a
stay of a death sentence that he should have granted.”
Powell gently interrupted his youthful aide’s apology.
“David,” he said, “we have a long year ahead of us.You’re going
to make some mistakes, and I’m going to make some mistakes.
But together we’ll help each other correct them, and we’ll do
just fine.”
Working with Tom Murphy, co-founder of Capital Cities,
in assessing a startup company investment taught Westin that
“there are many things that are outside our control, no matter
how hard we try, no matter how good we are.You can do a lot
of harm trying to fix something that can’t be fixed, or isn’t even
that broken.”
The knowledge gleaned from Murphy stood Westin in
good stead when fellow Michigan Law alum Bob Woodruff,
’87, (whose wife, Lee, spoke at Michigan Law on October 13
for the reunion of the classes of 1982, ’87, ’92, ’97, and ’02)
was severely injured by a bomb blast in Iraq just weeks after
becoming the ABC Evening News anchor. Woodruff undeniably
needed “fixing,” but how much and for how long were questions
that went unanswered for an agonizingly long time.
“As you know, ultimately Bob came through it in miraculous
ways,” said Westin, “but we couldn’t know that as we began the
journey. The simple but difficult truth was that we had to wait
and watch before we could act.”
Incorrectly projecting the result of the 2000 Presidential
election twice in the same night was another hard lesson. “It
was not a happy occasion—particularly for me, because I knew
how close we’d come to not making the second wrong projection,” Westin said. “But there was so much competitive pressure
for a quick answer that we lost our collective patience. And in
the end, we lost some of our credibility along with it.”
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The take-home point from all these unfortunate
circumstances was that Westin’s Michigan Law
experience prepared him to learn from them. “It
all goes back to what Dean Ted St. Antoine, ’54,
told us that first morning as we sat in Rackham
Auditorium for orientation,” he said, “that they’d
teach us how to ‘think like lawyers.’ At the time,
and for many years after, I thought this meant
reading the cases carefully and understanding
precedent and making responsible and persuasive
arguments to judges. And it did mean all of that.
But it also meant a great deal more. It meant
thinking clearly. It meant asking the right questions.
It meant listening when others are talking and not
just talking ourselves. And it meant trying to make
sense out of what doesn’t always seem sensible on
its face.
“The good news is that you already know how
to do all of that. Now comes the exciting part of
putting it to good use.”
Other speakers included:
• U-M Regent Julia Donovan Darlow, the first
woman elected to serve as president of the State
Bar of Michigan, who noted that “after 150 years,
this law school continues to seek and cherish the
richest diversity and highest standards.”
• Adam David Dubinsky, ’07, elected by his fellow
graduating students to address them, whose funny,
free-wheeling comments segued nicely into a
parable from the famed comic strip “Calvin and
Hobbes,” in which the two debate the relative
merits of staying inside to study or going outside to
play. “We did both,” Dubinsky concluded.
• Law School Student Senate President Grace M.
Lee, ’07, who said the “best analogy” for the Law
School experience is “the epic drama of Gilligan’s
Island,” except that “it’s harder than making radios
out of coconuts.” More seriously and, “most
importantly,” she said, “we made it through Law
School because we looked out for each other. Kind,
compassionate and funny—this is the class of 2007.
I feel lucky to have known you.”
—Jeff Mortimer
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Photo captions:
1. Dean Evan H. Caminker discusses the “State
of the Law School.”
2. Robert A. Sullivan Professor of Law James
J. White, ’62, billed as speaking on “something
provocative,” outlines his thoughts on using
the government taxing power to reduce obesity.
In a separate presentation to his own class of
1962, White also outlined the stellar academic
and other credentials of incoming students and
discussed the potential impact of passage last
year of a state constitutional amendment that
forbids higher education institutions from using
race as a factor in admissions decisions.
3. Sally Katzen, ’67, who held a number
of positions in the Clinton administration,
including that of deputy director for
management of the Office of Management
and Budget, reports to graduates that the rule
of law in the United States is “alive but not
well.” Citing post-9/11 government actions like
warrantless surveillance and indefinite detetions,
she noted that “When there is war, the rule of
law may be one of the first casualties. At times
of war and national security crises, the law will
be bent, but how far can it be bent before it is
broken?”
4. In a special presentation sponsored by
the class of 1957, Professor Emeritus and
comparative law pioneer scholar Eric Stein,
’42, speaks on “Reminiscences of the Old and
New Worlds,” recalling through his personal
experiences the development and growing
attractiveness of the European Community.
Following Stein’s talk, fellow Professor Emeritus
Whitmore Gray, ’57, spoke on “Personal
Observations of the Globalization of Law
Practice.”
5. Jean and Fred Fraley, ’57, stroll the
Law Quadrangle.
6. Sandra Bulger, ’84, Harold Bulger, ’81,
and Susan Esserman, ’77, chat following the
Cavædium Society breakfast.

13

